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Held: Hernando de Miranda, Governor of Florida 1575-1577

HERNANDO DE MIRANDA, GOVERNOR OF
FLORIDA 1575-1577
by RAY E. HELD

Second in the list of governors of Spanish Florida
stands the name of one Hernando de Miranda. An almost unknown figure, he was for two years King Philip
II’s adelantado, captain-general,
and governor for the
1
royal provinces of Florida. Following the rule of the
first governor, the famous and able commander, Pedro
Menendez de Aviles, Miranda’s brief administration
(1575 to 1577) occurred at a time when Florida, having
been made secure against the French, was settling down
into the two centuries of the relatively obscure first
Spanish colonial period. That Miranda was succeeded
in turn by another capable governor, Pedro Menendez
Marques, nephew of the first adelantado, does not add
to his prominence. Unfortunately for his place in history, the one important event connected with Miranda’s
name is the loss of one of the two settlements in the area
which comprised what the Spaniards knew as La
Florida.
To the Spanish of the sixteenth century (and indeed as late as the eighteenth century), La Florida was
the continent of North America north and east of New
Spain (Mexico). It bore the name given to it by Ponce
de Leon, its first recorded discoverer, who in 1513 coasted along the shores of present-day Florida. The name,
however, was applied not only to the peninsula touched
upon by Ponce de Leon, but also to the vast continental
area adjacent to and beyond it.
After 1513 many attempts were made to explore and
settle the land, chiefly in the hope of discovering wealth
such as had been found in Mexico and Peru. All these
efforts had been such costly failures that by 1561 the
crown decided to halt the futile attempts to settle such
a barren land. Hardly had this decision been made, how1. Adelantado was the title given the explorer and colonizer of a new
area ; captain-general represented the military leadership of a
colony; and governor incorporated the customary civil authority.
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ever, when other events led the Spanish to make still one
more and this time a successful attempt to plant a colony
in Florida.
In 1565, goaded by fears of French settlement in
an area which would dominate the route of the galleons
returning from the Indies to Spain, Philip dispatched
his able admiral, Pedro Menendez de Aviles, as adelantado, captain-general, and governor, to drive out the
French and to plant at least two colonies in Florida.
How completely and with what alleged cruelty the
adelantado succeeded in the first part of his missionexpelling the French-is well known. The other part of
his task-colonizing Florida-he undertook with enthusiasm but accomplished not quite so well. He did establish one settlement which was to become permanent, St.
Augustine. He also established a colony, San Mateo, on
the present St. Johns river and Santa Elena in the Port
Royal area of present-day South Carolina. Furthermore
small posts were set up2 at Santa Lucia, Tequesta, San
Antonio, and Tocobago.
Called away by more pressing matters, at first by
piracy in the Caribbean and later by attacks on Spanish
shipping in European waters, Menendez was absent
from Florida during the greater part of his governorship. It is probable that after sailing away in 1567
Menendez returned only once more to the new settle3
ments. Although he found it necessary to leave his
colonies in the hands of various lieutenant-governors,
his own interst in Florida was unceasing. In addition to
planting the posts already mentioned he had the hinterland of Georgia and South Carolina explored and had
the Atlantic coast charted from the Martyr Islands at
the tip of Florida to the Bay of Santa Maria (Chesapeake Bay).
Adequate support was not forthcoming from Spain,
2. These settlements were, respectively, in the areas of the St. Lucie
river, Miami river, Charlotte Harbor, and Tampa bay.
3. Woodbury Lowery, The Spanish Settlements within the Present
Limits of the United States; Florida, 1562-1574 (New York, 1905),
pp. 457-68.
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however, and the tiny settlements proved incapable of
sustaining themselves. In addition the missionaries who
were so necessary in the Spanish system of subduing
the Indians were not forthcoming in sufficient numbers.
By 1573 the Jesuits had given up their attempts to
Christianize the provinces.
Under these circumstances the ambitious plans of
Pedro Menendez de Aviles could not be fulfilled and
shortly the Spanish settlements in La Florida were reduced for practical purposes to the two settlements at
St. Augustine and Santa Elena.
In September 1574 Menendez died suddenly at Santander, in Spain, while preparing to lead an armada of
His Catholic Majesty against the pirates along the
Flanders coast. The adelantado left as his chief heir his
eldest daughter, Catalina. It was Catalina’s husband,
Hernando de Miranda, who after months of’appeals
won the royal approval to carry on in his father-in-law’s
footsteps as governor of His Majesty’s province in
Florida.
Very little is known of the early life of Hernando
4
de Miranda. He was a native of San Tirso de Candamo,
5
a parish in the province of Oviedo in Asturias. With
his home thus located but a short distance from the Port
of Aviles, the home of Pedro Menendez, it is not difficult
to see how he was attracted to the sea and came in contact with Menendez.
Probably earlier, but at least as early as 1564,
Miranda was securing naval experience. In that year, he
records, he was serving under one Martin de las Alas on
the shallops which were being prepared to accompany
the fleets sailing for the Indies. Instead of sailing for
the New World, however, the ships were made part of
6
the large force which was sent against the Moors. The
4. Ruidiaz y Caravia, Eugenio, La Florida; su Conquista y Colonizacion por Pedro Menendez de Aviles (Madrid, 1893), v. II, p. 628.
Hereafter cited as Ruidiaz.
5. Enciclopedia Universal Illustrada Europeo-Americana (Bilbao,
19 -1931, v. LIII, p. 1111. Hereafter cited as Espasa.
6. Miranda to the king, in Jeanette Thurber Connor, ed. and tr.,
Colonial Records of Spanish Florida (DeLand, 1925-1930), v. I,
p. 122. Hereafter cited as Connor.
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expedition attacked Penon de Velez, stronghold of the
Moorish pirates on the Mediterranean coast, and was
successful.
This episode occurred in the late summer
7
of 1564.
In the following year Miranda joined the expedition
being prepared by Menendez to drive the French out of
Florida. That he was not yet considered an important
personage must be assumed from the position of his
name, given without comment, well down in the list of
8
gentlemen making the voyage.
Menendez was eager to proceed with his mission,
being anxious to reach Florida before the French.
Therefore the vanguard of the expedition, which he personally commanded and in which Miranda was serving,
did not wait for the reenforcements that were sailing
under the command of Esteban de las Alas. The two
fleets were originally to rendezvous in the Canaries, but
Menendez sailed ahead, leaving orders for Las Alas to
follow.
The adelantado’s fleet was buffeted severely by
storms in crossing, but the scattered ships arrived at
Puerto Rico during July and August. Here again Menendez felt that his task was too urgent to permit him to
wait for reenforcements. He planned to sail for the
mainland, after arranging for the reenforcements to join
him later.
As part of the plan Hernando de Miranda was assigned the task of proceeding from Puerto Rico to Santo
Domingo to secure the men, horses, and supplies which
the king had promised would be made available to
Menendez in the islands. From Santo Domingo, Hernando de Miranda was ordered to sail on with the reenforcements to Havana. There he would await the arrival of
the delayed Esteban de las Alas and the second fleet.
7. Espasa, v. LXVII, p. 695.
8. Bartolome Barrientos, “Vida y Hechos de Pero Menendez de
Aviles,” Dos Antiguas Relaciones de la Florida; Publicalas por
Primera Vez Genaro Garcia (Mexico, 1902), p.35. Hereafter cited
as Barrientos.
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The united reenforcements would then proceed to Flor9
ida to join the adelantado.
Thus it happened that Miranda could not have been
present at the stirring events which resulted in the capture of the French fort on the St. Johns, the massacre
of the French “Lutherans,” and the founding of the
Spanish settlements in Florida.
Before the reenforcements could reach him in Florida, Menendez was in Cuba himself. Writing from
Matanzas on December 5, 1565, the adelantado revealed
his plans for the new provinces. Included in them was
the naming of Hernando de Miranda to an important
10
post, the office either of factor or of treasurer.
Miranda was described by the adelantado as a man in
whom confidence could be placed, as an important person who had served His Majesty for many years in the
adelantado’s company,
and as the husband of an illus11
trious woman.
It seems probable that Miranda accompanied
Menendez to the mainland in his new capacity as one
of the chief officials of the colony. The one known fact
is that when the adelantado left Florida a second time,
in order to chastise the pirates harassing the islands to
the south, Miranda took part in the expedition. Menendez with three ships proceeded to Mona Island, between
Hispaniola and Puerto Rico, while Pedro Menendez
12
Valdes, Menendez’s maestro de campo, led three others
9. Ibid., p. 37.
10. Menendez to the king, Matanzas, Dec. 5, 1565, in Ruidiaz, v. II, p.
124. The adelantado wrote that Esteban de las Alas, Pedro Menendez Marques, and Hernando de Miranda had been promised the
offices of accountant, factor, and treasurer. It seems logical to
conclude that the last-mentioned man received the last-mentioned
office. Meras, however, describing an episode which occurred in
1566, referred to Miranda as factor. (Gonzalo Solis de Meras, Pedro
Menendez de Aviles, Adelantado, Governor and Captain-General of
Florida (tr. by Jeanette Thurber Connor, DeLand, 1923), p. 213 ;
hereafter cited as Meras. It might be that the later naming of
Miranda as factor confused Meras. If, however, Meras wrote
his account in 1567, as is believed, this possibility is ruled out.
11. Menendez to the king, Matanzas, Dec. 5, 1565, in Ruidiaz, v. II.
p. 124.
12. Literally, master of the field, chief under the captain-general of
the military forces.
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to San German on the western coast of Puerto Rico.
Miranda was with the latter group.
At San German news was received of a dispatch
boat at Guadinilla on the southern coast of the island.
The dispatch boat had brought news of three French
fleets which were reported to have sailed from France.
Miranda was acquainted with the master and pilot of
the dispatch boat, and so he was sent by Valdes to secure
from them confirmation of this ominous report.
Miranda proceeded to Guadinilla, interviewed the
master and pilot of the ship, and was back at San German on the third day, reporting his information
to
13
Valdes who forwarded it to the adelantado.
This little incident concludes our knowledge of
Miranda’s first term as an official in Florida. It is probable that he returned to Spain with Menendez in 1567
when most of the important persons in the provinces
left. His name, however, is not mentioned on this oc14
casion. He may, therefore, have returned either earlier
or later. In any event he was back in Spain in time to
join with the royal forces in the civil war which flared
forth in Granada from 1567 to 1571. In this war against
15
the revolting Moriscos, Miranda, as he later reminded
16
the king, served at his own expense.
In 1571 Pedro Menendez de Aviles appointed Hernando de Miranda as factor in Florida, along with Pedro
Menendez Marques and Pedro Menendez de Aviles the
younger, his nephews, as accountant and treasurer.
Miranda refused to accept, however, and Diego Londono
de Otalora was appointed in his stead. Service in Florida
apparently did not appeal to Miranda, for although he
was ill and could not accept for that reason he would
not have accepted anyway. At least, so Menendez wrote
13. Barrientos, pp. 128-29; Meras pp. 213-14.
14. Meras, p. 238.
15. The Moriscos were the Moslems in Spain who had accepted Christianity.
16. Miranda to the king, in Connor, v. I, p. 122.
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to the king, reporting
that Miranda was not inclined to
17
serve in Florida.
Miranda was married to Catalina, eldest daughter
of Pedro Menendez. He married her, he related, with
the consent of Menendez and at the insistence of his own
parents. Menendez would not consent to his continued
service in the king’s forces, for he wanted him to be with
his daughter in order to beget heirs. Therefore the
adelantado promised to arrange that Miranda could
18
serve under him.
Menendez persisted in his efforts to secure the services of his son-in-law, and Miranda evidently agreed.
Early in February 1573 Menendez informed the king
that he was taking his sons-in-law, Hernando de Miranda
19
and Diego de Velasco, with their wives and households
20
to Florida. The adelantado had great plans for colonizing Florida, including the Panuco area north of New
17. Menendez to the king, in Connor, v. I, p. 10; Diego Londono de
Otalora to the king, Madrid, Apr. 6, 1572, Ibid., p. 12; Pedro
Menendez Marques and Pedro Menendez de Aviles the younger to
the king, Madrid, Ibid., p. 30.
18. Miranda to the king, in Connor, v. I., p. 122. The exact date of
Miranda’s marriage with Catalina is not clear. Meras (p. 93)
says that Pedro Menendez de Valdes was betrothed to the eldest
daughter of Pedro Menendez de Aviles in 1565. Miranda was already married at that time (Menendez to the king, Matanzas, Dec.
5, 1656, in Ruidiaz, v. II, p. 124). In the will of Menendez, drawn
up in January, 1574, there is mention of his niece, Elvira, wife of
Hernando de Miranda, but in the codicil of September, 1574,
Miranda is referred to as a son-in-law (Ruidiaz, v. II, pp. 519, 525).
Unless there was a second Hernando de Miranda in the Menendez
family, this seems to indicate that Miranda was married first to
Elvira, the niece of Menendez, and then, sometime during the year
1574, to Catalina, the adelantado’s daughter. This agrees with
the two statements made above concerning Miranda and Catalina
in 1565, but unfortunately for this theory Menendez refers to
Miranda as his son-in-law in a letter of 1573 (Connor, v. I, p. 100).
Perhaps Meras was in eror in making Catalina the intended wife
of Valdes in 1565. Menendez himself says only that Valdes was
intended as the husband of a daughter of his (Menendez to the
king, Sept. 1, 1565, in Ruidiaz, v. II, p. 82). Perhaps he did not
mean Catalina. As we have seen, Miranda himself implies only
that he married Catalina at the close of one of his periods of
service in the king’s forces (Miranda to the king, in Connor, v. I
p. 122). This might be either after the Moroccan campaign about
1564, or after the civil war in Granada, about 1571.
19. Velasco was the husband of Dona Maria, another daughter of
Menendez.
20. Menendez to the king, in Connor, v. I, pp. 100-02.

Published by STARS, 1949

7

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 28 [1949], No. 2, Art. 4

118

THE FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

Spain which Philip had granted to him, but he was too
involved in other matters to carry them out. The expedition evidently did not sail for that reason. Philip’s chief
concern at the moment was in Europe, particularly in
the Low Countries. In 1574 Menendez was preparing an
expedition to sail to the Flemish coast when he died suddenly.
In January of that same year the adelantado, being
“ill of body but firm of mind,” had drawn up a will in
San Lucar de Barrameda. The will established an entailed estate in the name of his legitimate daughter,
Dona Catalina, and his wife, Dona Maria de Solis, to be
inherited by Catalina’s oldest son, or failing a son, her
21
oldest daughter. The will provided that Catalina should
enjoy the income from Florida and the honors, favors,
and offices that the king bad bestowed on Menendez. An
exception to this bequest was made in the case of the
title of marques of Florida and the twenty-five leagues
of land which accompanied it. These were to go to Dona
Maria, the adelantado’s other daughter, wife of Diego
de Velasco. The right to settle the Panuco region of
Florida was given to Pedro Menendez Marques, the
adelantado’s nephew. An interesting provision of the
will was the requirement that whoever should inherit the
estate should reside with his household in Florida for
ten years upon reaching the age of twenty years. By
this provision Menendez hoped to actually secure the
22
colonization of Florida.
In Santander on September 15, shortly before his
death, Pedro Menendez drew up a codicil to his will in
which some slight changes were made, but none affecting the disposition of the major part of his estate. Hernando de Miranda, his son-in-law, was made one of the
23
executors of the will.
21. Menendez’s son, Juan, had been lost at sea off the Florida coast,
shortly before the adelantado came to Florida. To search for his
son and heir had been one of the adelantado’s motives in coming
to Florida.
22. The will is given in Ruidiaz, v. II, pp. 516-521.
23. For the codicil see ibid., pp. 522-25.
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Two days later the adelantado of Florida was dead.
Almost immediately began the long and bitter struggle
on the part of the heirs to carry into execution the provisions of the will. In Aviles, on October 1, 1574, an
agreement was executed whereby Catalina Menendez de
Aviles gave her husband, Hernando de Miranda, power
24
of attorney to represent her in the legal proceedings.
This, in effect, made Miranda the adelantado’s heir.
In December of 1574 Hernando and Catalina appealed to the crown for formal recognition as the heirs
of the late Menendez. They reminded the king of how
faithfully their father had served His Majesty for more
than thirty years and how, while still in the royal service, he had died so poor that his debts and legacies could
not be paid. They therefore asked the king to order that
the money which was due to Pedro Menendez should be
paid to them as his heirs.
In accordance with the contract under which Menendez had undertaken the conquest of Florida, their appeal
continued, Miranda, as lawful heir, was succeeding to
the office of captain-general of the provinces of Florida. Therefore they begged the king to command that
25
the situado be given to Miranda in order that he might
pay the people in the forts of Florida.
Miranda and his wife also requested that the licenses which gave permission to send ships with supplies to Florida and to the Indies be extended for two
years. These were licenses which had been given to
Menendez, but which he had been unable to utilize because he was occupied elsewhere in the royal service.
The heirs also asked for additional licenses to supply
Florida. Furthermore they requested that the licenses
given to the adelantado to import slaves into Florida be
extended to other parts of the Indies.
Miranda also asked for the title captain-general
of the ships sailing to the Indies, a position which his
24. Connor, v. I, p. 126.
25. The situado was the annual subsidy, payable from New Spain
for the support of the settlements in Florida.
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father-in-law had held. The reason put forward for this
request was that the friends of the late Menendez would
follow Miranda better than any other leader.
Miranda asked for still other honors which Menendez had enjoyed. Among them were the office of chief
26
notary, the Order of Santiago, and the Cross of the
Order of La Zarza.
The widow of Menendez, the Dona Maria de Solis,
was in Florida and required immediate support, the appellants reminded the king. As heirs of the adelantado
they had inherited his debts and the responsibility of
supporting his wife and household. Therefore they were
appealing for royal aid in27 securing the execution of the
late adelantado’s desires.
Menendez, however, had made enemies in high quarters, and there were accusations placed against his administration. Therefore the king would not recognize
Miranda as Menendez’s successor until the latter’s administration had been investigated. It was ordered that
Miranda’s petition should be granted by the Council of
the Indies, but only after the accounts had been examined
and the usual inspection made of Menendez's governor28
ship. This decision was made on December 10, 1574.
Even before his death Pedro Menendez de Aviles
29
had experienced trouble with the king’s fiscal, Lopez
de Zarria, and was involved in litigation with that official. The responsibility of pursuing the case now devolved upon the heirs, and in January of 1575 Miranda presented additional papers to show that his father-in-law
30
had fulfilled the agreement made with the king.
Miranda also appealed to the king once more for
immediate recognition as the successor to Menendez.
Both because of his desire to serve the king, his master,
and because of his anxiety to carry out the wishes and
26. Escribania mayor.
27. Miranda and Catalina to the king, Dec. 9, 1574, in Conner, v. I,
pp. 126-130.
28. Connor, v. I, p. 130.
29. The official charged with protecting the treasury and representing
it in the courts.
30. Miranda to the king, in Connor, v. I. p. 122.
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perpetuate the memory of the late adelantado, Miranda
said that he was asking for permission to proceed to
Florida without further delay. He pleaded that the nec31
essary cedulas be issued to that effect.
On March 18 the king relented and ordered that un32
til the visita of Menendez’s administration should finally be examined Miranda should be given permission
to go to Florida and carry on from where his father-in33
law had left off.
Events did not move so smoothly as that in sixteenth century Spain, however. Delay was still met with
from the royal officials, for once again Miranda wrote
to Philip, apparently to hasten matters along. Reminding His Majesty that it had been ordered that the necessary papers be issued to enable him to carry on as
Menendez’s heir, Miranda asked that the king allow no
obstacle or delay to stand in the way of his fulfilling the
34
asiento. Specifically he asked for the titles of adelantado, governor, and captain-general of Florida and adelantado of the coast of Florida. He summarized his request by pleading that all the terms of Menendez’s
35
asiento be settled on him.
The royal fiscal received the papers on April 26
and gave his opinion that Pedro Menendez de Aviles
had not fulfilled the agreement made with the king. Accordingly he recommended denial of the petition of
36
Miranda. The latter, undoubtedly aware of the situation at court, wrote again to the king. Philip was reminded of Miranda’s own services and that his wife was
the legal heir of the late Menendez. Reviewing the situation, he pointed out how anxious he was to go to Florida
and that the king had already ordered that the necessary
papers be issued. But when the papers had come into
the hands of the fiscal, that official, Miranda continued,
31. Ibid, p. 120.
32. A visita was a special secret investigation made of an administration. The person making the inquiry was a visitador.
33. Connor, v. I, pp. 120-22.
34. Contract.
35. Miranda to the king, in Connor, v. I, pp. 116-18.
36. Lopez de Zarria to the king, in Connor, p. 118.
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had declared that Menendez had broken his agreement
with the crown.
Miranda thereupon repeated his contention that his
father-in-law had fulfilled the asiento. As heir to the
agreement he was ready to carry on and had already
had a ship prepared to sail to Florida for three months.
Once again, he concluded, he was petitioning
His Majes37
ty for the necessary commissions.
Philip overrode his fiscal’s objections and ordered
that a cedula be given to Miranda. The cedula was to
38
contain all that Miranda had requested. This occurred
on May 7, 1575, more than half a year after Menendez’s
death.
Armed at last with the royal commission, Hernando
de Miranda sailed for the New World in his role as
adelantado, captain-general, and governor of Florida.
Arriving at St. Augustine, he proceeded to take command of the post from Pedro Menendez de Aviles the
younger, whom the elder Menendez had left in com39
mand. Then, after attending to matters in St. Augustine, he went on to Santa Elena.
On February 24 Miranda arrived at Santa Elena.
There Diego de Velasco, Menendez’s other son-in-law,
had been left in charge. Upon being confronted with the
royal cedula marking Miranda as successor to Menendez,
Velasco surrendered the fort to the new governor. Then
40
Miranda busied himself in taking the residencia of
Velasco and the officials who had preceded him, and in
investigating the supplies which had come into41 the provinces charged to Pedro Menendez de Aviles.
Velasco was imprisoned by Miranda, charged with
appropriating to his own use some funds from the late
adelantado’s property. The situado had not been paid
37. Miranda to the king, in Connor, v. I, p. 122.
38. Philip II to the Council of the Indies, in Connor, v. I, p. 118.
39. Bartolome Martinez to the king, Havana, Feb. 17, 1577, in Connor,
v. I, p. 238.
40. A residencia was an investigation into the administration of an
official, customarily made by his successor upon assuming the
office.
41. Martinez to the king, loc. cit.
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for three years and Menendez had supported the colony
from his own funds. Hence when, as lieutenant-governor
in Santa Elena, Velasco paid the soldiers from the adelantado’s property he also collectedfor himself the sum
which Menendez had designated as his salary. For this
Velasco and his wife were detained, under conditions
which he complained were intolerable, with food so insufficient that illness resulted. He was not permitted to
appeal to the Council of the Indies and bond was re42
fused, although double the usual amount was offered.
The colonists at Santa Elena were complaining of
the conditions there. They had been promised good land,
and instead they had been placed on a small island with
poor soil. Only a little maize could be grown to sustain
them. Besides the poor soil, they complained of the
climate, the winter being too cold and the spring too
rainy. They had spent the means which they had accumulated as farmers in Spain and had nothing to show
for it. And on top of all this they had been insulted and
mistreated by the governors.
In response to the plea of Alonso Martin, procura43
dor of the settlement, Miranda called a general meeting of the settlers, about 300 in number. On the appointed day (February
27) the settlers assembled in a
44
cabildo. Miranda told the assembled group that he
wanted to know which of the colonists wished to remain
in Florida. He then ordered that their evidence
should
45
be given before the alcaldes ordinarios in order that
it might be officially recorded and presented to the
king.
The witnesses who testified were examined on
twelve questious. First, they were asked the routine
question if they had personally known. Pedro Menendez
de Aviles and the other settlers in Florida. Secondly,
42. Diego de Velasco to the king; Havana, Jan. 20, 1577, in Connor,
v. II, p. 2.
43. The procurador was the legal official of the colony.
44. A cabildo was an assembly, in this case of all the residents of a
town.
45. Alcaldes were municipal officials with judicial and administrative
duties.
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they were asked if the colonists had truly been promised
twelve head of cattle and good land free of taxes. Then
it was inquired if they knew for certain that in spite of
these promises nothing had been given the colonists.
Next inquiry was made as to the truth of the allegation
that the settlers were living on an island less than one
league by one-half league in area, surrounded by the sea
and consisting largely of salt marshes.
The fifth question asked of the witnesses was if
they had knowledge of the fact that the swine, cows,
and goats which had been brought across the sea by the
settlers had died. The next query was if the soil situation was actually as bad or worse thirty leagues inland.
Was it true, they were questioned, that it was impossible to go by canoe or beast of burden into the interior
because of the swamps and marshes?
Next those giving the evidence were asked if it was
to their knowledge a fact that only maize could be grown
at Santa Elena and even that only by such difficult
labor that the farmers were made ill. And was it a fact
that the maize was eaten by worms, mice, foxes, vermin,
etc.? And did they know that the settlers had become
hungry, old, and weary from all the hardship suffered?
The next-to-last question was concerning the political administration: Had the governors wronged and
46
abused the settlers, had the alcaldes and regidores
been imprisoned for writing the truth to the king, and
had the procuradores been insulted by the governors?
Then last of all it was inquired if all these conditions
and facts were notorious and publicly known.
Beginning on March 9, for several days evidence
47
was taken. Seven witnesses were heard. All answered
affirmatively to these leading questions. On March 13
Martin officially presented to Governor Miranda this
evidence
which pictured so tragically the plight of Santa
48
Elena.
46. Regidores were members of the town council.
47. Rodrigo Menea, Juan Lopez, Francisco Cabezas, Sebastian Rodriguez. Pedro Hernandez, and Juan de Ribas.
48. Evidence of the settlers of Florida, Santa Elena, February-March,
1576, in Connor, v. I, pp. 144-180.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol28/iss2/4

14

Held: Hernando de Miranda, Governor of Florida 1575-1577

HERNANDO DE MIRANDA

125

Early the next month Miranda sailed for Havana
to secure money and supplies for his ailing colonies. In
command at Santa Elena he left one Captain Solis with
orders, it was reported, to be strict with the Indians,
even to the
point of killing any whose actions did not
49
please him.
Whether or not these were actually his
orders, Solis followed such a policy. He wilfully killed
Humalo, a cacique of the neighborhood,
killed another
50
important Indian in Guale, and hanged one at Santa
51
Elena. Such actions aroused the Indians of the entire
area against the Spaniards.
The situation was soon brought to a climax. Because of the shortage of supplies at Santa Elena, Solis
sent Ensign Moyano with twenty-one soldiers to the Indian village of Oristan to seek food. The Indians were
holding a feast and the Spaniards demanded some of
the food. To this the natives replied that they had none
to spare, whereupon the Spaniards proceeded to help
themselves. In the face of such insolence the Indians all
withdrew into the woods, but soon an old cacique appeared. The Indian approached Moyano and asked him what
the intentions of the Spanish were and if they were trying to make war on the Indians. Moyano replied that
they only sought lodging and food and that the natives
need not have run away. While parleying with the Indian the Spaniards held lighted fuses with their arquebuses ready, and the wily cacique asked how it might
be expected that his people would return to the village
while the white men stood by with their guns ready for
firing.
Thereupon Moyano ordered the fuses extinguished.
This was no sooner done than the Indians rushed out of
the woods and slaughtered the Spaniards on the spot.
Only one - Andres Calderon by name - escaped to bring
52
the news back to Santa Elena.
49.
50.
51.
52.

Velasco to the king, in Connor, v. II, pp. 2-4.
Guale was an area on the coast of present-day Georgia.
Velasco to the king, loc. cit.; Martinez to the king, loc. cit.
Report of Don Christoval de Erraso on the uprising of the Indians
of Florida and the loss of the fort of Santa Elena, La Yaguana,
Hispaniola, Jan. 19, 1577, in Connor, v. I, pp. 192-202; Martinez
to the king, loc. cit.
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Meanwhile Miranda had returned from Havana to
Florida, but had stopped first at St. Augustine to pay
the soldiers stationed there. This done, the governor
with three ships departed for Santa Elena.
Upon leaving the harbor at St. Augustine the ships
met a contrary wind which halted them. Several officers
and men returned to St. Augustine in a launch, planning to spend the night in town. Suddenly the weather
calmed and Miranda sailed out of the bay, leaving the
party behind. These men followed Miranda northward
by the inland passage, but never reached Santa Elena.
They met death in Guale at the hands of the aroused
Indians. Among
the victims was Pedro Menendez de
53
Aviles the younger.
When Miranda reached Santa Elena he found the
settlement alarmed at the news of the Moyano massacre.
Soon word reached the fort of the murder of the
Spaniards who were following the governor from St.
Augustine to Santa Elena by way of Guale. On top of
this, Miranda sent out a scouting party of eight men
under Captain Solis to look for a youth who had disappeared while tending some hogs. All nine men were
ambushed (July 22), the shots being heard at the fort.
On the day after this last incident the Indians attacked the fort itself. Miranda sent a boat to St. Augustine with news of the attack, but little help could be expected from that poverty-stricken settlement.
There were now not more than twenty soldiers in
the fort at Santa Elena and munitions were running low.
54
At this point Miranda determined to abandon the fort.
The artillery, six pieces of bronze and two smaller
pieces, was buried and the fortress abandoned. In three
53. Luis Jeronimo de Ore, The Martyrs of Florida (1513-1616) (tr. by
Maynard Geiger, New York [c1936]), pp. 35-36. Hereafter cited
as Ore.
54. According to Domingo Martin, an illiterate sailor, the women of
the fort, distressed by the loss of their menfolk, resorted to force
to get Miranda to abandon the fort, seizing him and taking him
aboard a ship in the harbor. This is undoubtedly the source of
Ore's account of how Miranda resorted to the stratagem of appearing to be forced from his post by the women of the settlement. ( Ore, p. 37).
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ships, the settlers departed. They were delayed outside
the bar for two or three days, waiting for favorable
weather, and while they waited they could see in the
distance, the smoke from the fort which the Indians had
set on 55
fire. So ended the first Spanish colony at Santa
Elena.
Most of the refugees from Santa Elena went to
Havana. Miranda himself sailed to St. Augustine, arriving early in August. There were then as many as
ninety men at St. Augustine who were capable of bearing arms and the fort was prepared for the anticipated
53
Indian attack. The attack did not develop, however.
Miranda soon thereafter left St. Augustine in one
of the supply ships, taking57with him seven chests containing the subsidy money.
Gutierre de Miranda was
left at St. Augustine
as
his
lieutenant-governor.
When
58
the visitador to Florida, Baltasar del Castillo y Ahedo
reached St. 59Augustine in November, Miranda was already gone.
The fleeing governor must have tarried awhile in
the Indies. In March of 1577 the Council of the Indies
knew only that Miranda had left Florida with all the
money he could gather, but it did not know whether he
60
was heading for Spain or for New Spain.
In April
61
Miranda touched at the Azores on his way to Spain.
Meanwhile Castillo y Ahedo was conducting his investigation, into the administration of Florida, first at
St. Augustine and then back in Havana where many of
the Florida colonists had taken refuge. He found fault
with practically every official including the deceased
55. Report of Erraso, loc. cit; Martinez to the king, in Connor, v. I,
pp. 238-240.
56. Martinez to the king, ibid., p. 240.
57. Ore, p. 37.
58. See note 32.
59. Baltasar del Castillo y Ahedo to the king, Havana, Feb. 12. 1577,
in Connor, v. I, pp. 202-04.
60. Council of the Indies to the king, Madrid; March 20, 1577, in
Connor, v. I, p. 248.
61. Luys Mendez Victorio to Don Juan de Silva, St. Michael's, Azores,
Apr. 30, 1577, in Connor, v. I, p. 335.
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Pedro Menendez himself. Hernando de Miranda came in
for a full share of criticism, of course.
Miranda was found guilty of having taken property
belonging to the king and of bad government in the loss
of Santa Elena. In regard to the money he was found
62
to have taken six thousand ducats.
Anticipating
Miranda’s plea that the money was his as heir to Menendez, Castillo said that this was not a valid excuse since
fraud had been practiced even in Menendez’s administration.
Miranda was also accused of refusing to allow anybody to write to the king, of accepting money to permit
one of the colonists to leave, and of buying a ship in
Havana with royal funds for his own use. He was also
criticized as a military official for leaving too many
officers to 63command only 90 persons when he left St.
Augustine.
These charges were forwarded to the Council of the
Indies and upon receiving them that body ordered
cedulas sent to all the ports of Spain and the New
World, ordering the arrest of Hernando de Miranda
and the seizure of his property. The government of
Florida was entrusted to the experienced Pedro Menen64
dez Marques. This action on March 20, 1577, marks the
official end of Hernando de Miranda’s career as governor of Florida, for his authority was never restored.
The rest of Miranda’s life is as obscure as the early
years. He landed in Spain where he was apprehended
and examined concerning the charges made in the visitation. Any punishment meted out must have been
light. Perhaps possession of sufficient ducats helped his
case. The strength of the visitador’s case against Miranda was weakened by the fact that the inquiring official
was practically as severe in his condemnation of Pedro
Menendez de Aviles, Pedro Menendez Marquis, and the
62. A ducat (ducado) was worth, perhaps, four dollars.
63. Castillo y Ahedo to the king, in Connor, v. I, pp. 212-14.
64. Council of the Indies to the king, in Connor, v. I, p. 248.
65. Ore, p. 37.
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other officials in Florida. As late as October, 1579, the
Council of the Indies reported to the king that the case
66
of Hernando de Miranda was still undecided.
There is in existence an interesting record, made on
May 7, 1580, in which Gutierre de Miranda empowered
one Pedro de la Helguera to collect from Hernando de
Miranda 122,644 maravedis. 67 This was the amount of
the salary due from June 1, 1576 to July 2, 1577, during
which time Gutierre68 acted as Hernando’s lieutenantgovernor in Florida.
69
Miranda died in 1593, according to Barcia. He was
survived by his wife, Catalina, but he had no children.
In 1581 the property of the late Pedro Menendez
which had been attached since his death, had been taken
over by the Council of the Indies in preparation for distributing it to its owners. 70 In 1591 the Council, confirming a decision of 1568 that had ordered fifteen ducats given to the adelantado of Florida for expenditures
beyond his obligations, ordered the money given to
66. Oct. 21, 1579, in Connor, v. II, p. 242.
67. A maravedi had a value of slightly less than one cent.
68. Coleccion de Documentos Ineditos para la Historia de HispanoAmerica (Madrid, 1927-1932), v. XI, p. 305. There are records of
other transactions in 1580 in which Hernando de Miranda was
mentioned. In March he was one of three persons empowered to
collect a debt from General Diego Florez de Valdes for Captain
Rodrigo de Junco (Ibid., p. 269). In November one Diego de
Ribera collected, on behalf of Miranda, 2000 reales of silver owed
to Pedro Menendez by Rodrigo Jorge (Ibid., v. XIV, pp. 445-46).
There is also in existence a letter from one Fernando Miranda,
a royal agent in St. Augustine to the king, dated August 20, 1583
(A. M. Brooks, ed., The Unwritten History of Old St. Augustine (tr.
by Annie Averette, St. Augustine, 1909?, pp. 27-29). This Miranda
had just been suspended from office by the governor. Rather than
believe that Hernando de Miranda later returned to Florida in a
lesser capacity, it seems more logical to assume that this was
another Miranda. There was also a Hernando de Miranda in the
roll call of St. Augustine made by the visitador, Flores, Nov. 19,
1578 (Connor, v. II, p. 198). This Miranda was master of the
frigate Espiritu Santo and was obviously not the same man as
the subject of this study. Perhaps he was the Miranda who wrote
the letter of 1583 referred to above.
69. [Andres Gonzalez de Barcia Carballido y Zuniga,] Ensayo Cronologico para la Historia General de la Florida (Madrid, 1723), p. 166.
Usually cited as Barcia.
70. Ibid., p. 156.
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71

Miranda as his heir. No doubt debts consumed the
estate, for Catalina after her husband’s death found it
necessary
to retire from court to live more economi72
cally.

From the little evidence available it is difficult to
paint a thorough picture of Hernando de Miranda. Two
facts, however, do stand out. In the first place, in common with most men of his class he was anxious to secure
wealth. The conclusion is inescapable that his anxiety
to go to Florida was based solely on his desire to get
the money due him as husband of the adelantado’s heir.
He had no interest in Florida as a colony. Secondly he
was not an efficient governor. He had neither the interest in the provinces of Florida possessed by his predecessor, nor his ability as an administrator. Miranda
was a man of ordinary ability who, in his search for
wealth, found himself in a position which would have
been difficult for even an extraordinary man. Perhaps
he merits the obscurity which is his.
71. Ibid., p. 165.
72. Ruidiaz, v. II, p. 269.
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